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Surface  Discharging  Private  Sewage  Disposal  Systems 
(Commonly  Referred  to  as  Septic  Systems)  and 
Their  Effects  on  Communities  in  Illinois 


Surface  Discharging  Systems 


Homeowners  in  areas  that  are  not  served  by  municipal,  or  public,  sewage  treatment  systems  face  the  problem  of 
providing  safe  and  effective  private  sewage  treatment  systems  for  their  homes.  In  Illinois,  primarily  two  main 
categories  of  private  sewage  treatment  systems  are  used.  They  are  different  in  the  way  that  the  liquid  waste  or 
sewage,  technically  called  “effluent,”  is  discharged — either  to  the  subsurface  or  surface  of  the  ground. 


A subsurface  discharging  system  discharges  the  liquid  waste  underground  to  a 
drainfield  where  it  is  distributed  to  the  soil  for  treatment.  If  the  system  is  properly 
operating  and  maintained,  bacteria  around  the  drainfield  consume  the  pollutants 
contained  in  the  sewage  before  it  reaches  the  groundwater. 

A surface  discharging  system  discharges  the  liquid  waste  directly  to  the  ground’s 
surface,  a collection  tile,  a natural  drainage  way,  or  a body  of  water.  If  the  surface 
discharging  system  is  malfunctioning  or  improperly  operating  and  maintained  (i.e.,  a 
failing  system),  the  discharge  may  contain  raw  sewage.  Raw  sewage  contained  in  the 
discharge  is  not  always  obvious  or  visible  to  the  untrained  eye.  Liquid  waste  that  appears 
to  be  clear  may  contain  disease-causing  organisms  such  as  bacteria  and  viruses  that 
come  from  the  digestive  tract,  respiratory  tract  and  skin.  Exposure  to  these  organisms 
may  result  in  dysentery,  infectious  hepatitis,  typhoid  or  other  diseases.  These  are  a 
danger  to  humans,  especially  children,  as  well  as  pets. 


Malfunctioning  or 
improperly 
operating  and 
maintained 
surface 
discharging 
private  sewage 
disposal  systems 
can  pose  serious 
health  hazards. 


Use  and  Regulation  in  Illinois 


There  are 
geographic 
regions  of  the 
state  in  which  a 
surface 
discharging 
system  is  the 
only  viable 
choice  due  to  the 
poor  absorption 
qualities  of  the 
soil’s  high  clay 
and/or  rock 
content. 


The  use  of  surface  discharging  systems  in  Illinois  varies  due  to  population  levels,  new 
home  development,  lot  size,  high  water  tables,  system  cost  and  soil  conditions.  It  is 
estimated  that  there  are  approximately  139,500  surface  discharging  systems  in  Illinois, 
with  the  potential  of  discharging  nearly  70  million  gallons  of  sewage  per  day.  Current  test 
results  suggest  that  between  20  and  60  percent  of  these  systems  are  failing  or  have 
failed,  indicating  that  between  14  million  and  42  million  gallons  of  raw  sewage  could  be 
discharged  daily. 

Approximately  6,000  new  surface  discharging  systems  are  installed  per  year,  increasing 
the  number  of  additional  potentially  failing  systems  by  1 ,200  to  3,600  per  year.  Our 
primary  goal  is  to  reduce  the  number  of  these  new  surface  discharging  systems.  If  no 
feasible  alternative  exists,  then  it  is  imperative  that  these  systems  must  be  operating  and 
maintained  properly. 


The  federal  government  has  made  it 

clear  that  all  surface  discharges  of 
wastewater,  from  both  private  and  public 
systems  and  regardless  of  their  size,  are  subject  to  federal 
regulations.  In  Illinois,  these  regulations  are  administered  by  the 
state.  Some  other  states  have  already  taken  steps  to  protect  their 
citizens  from  the  serious  health  threats  posed  when  small  private 
systems  fail.  In  the  Midwest,  these  include  Indiana,  Michigan, 
Missouri  and  Wisconsin,  all  of  which  prohibit  surface  discharging 
systems. 


Number  of  Surface  Discharging 
Systems  by  IDPH  Region 


Marion  Region 

46,035 

(33%) 

Edwardsville  Region 

33,480 

(24%) 

Peoria  Region 

27,900 

(20%) 

Champaign  Region 

22,320 

(16%) 

West  Chicago  Region 

8,370 

(6%) 

Rockford  Region 

1,395 

(1%) 

Some  county  and  local  governments  within  Illinois  have  seen  the  negative  pattern  and  effects  that  these  systems 
are  having  on  their  communities  and  have  taken  steps  to  voluntarily  regulate  these  systems.  Some  address  the 
installation  of  new  private  sewage  systems  for  proposed  subdivisions  through  established  zoning  or  planning  entities. 
Others  have  developed  operation,  maintenance  and/or  testing  regulations  for  all  surface  discharging  systems  within 
their  jurisdictions.  Grundy,  Lake,  Madison,  McHenry  and  Sangamon  counties  have  voluntarily  addressed  surface 
discharging  systems  within  their  jurisdictions  in  some  manner. 


Health  and  Environmental  Consequences 

A failing  surface  discharging  system  has  the  potential  to  affect  an  entire  subdivision  or 
surrounding  area.  In  particular,  the  discharge  may  become  a tempting  nuisance  to 
neighborhood  children  and  pets  who  may  play  in  or  around  the  pooling  discharge.  They 
may  become  directly  infected  or  become  the  modes  of  transmission  by  tracking  disease- 
causing  organisms  into  their  homes.  Diseases  commonly  associated  with  improperly 
treated  sewage  include  Gastroenteritis,  Shigellosis,  Salmonella,  Hepatitis  A and 
Leptospirosis. 

If  the  discharge  quality  is  not  properly  maintained,  or  if  the  slope  and  contour  of  the 
ground  are  not  sufficient  to  allow  the  discharge  to  drain  freely,  a nuisance  is  created  by 
the  resulting  ponding  water.  An  emerging  threat  to  public  health  associated  with  this 
ponding  water  is  the  creation  of  mosquito  breeding  areas.  Mosquitoes  identified  as  the 
primary  vectors  for  the  spread  of  West  Nile  Virus  in  Illinois  prefer  to  breed  in  stagnant 
water  with  high  levels  of  organic  material.  The  reduction  of  surface  discharging  systems  may 
reducing  the  spread  of  vector-borne  diseases,  such  as  West  Nile  Virus,  St.  Louis  Encephalitis 
Encephalitis. 


It  is  important  to 
prevent  direct 
exposure  to 
children  and 
animals  who  may 
be  tempted  to 
run  in  or  through 
pooling 

discharge  from 
a failing  system. 


prove  to  be  beneficial  ir 
and  East  Equine 


Disease-causing 
organisms  from 
improperly 
operating  or 
maintained 
sewage  treatment 
systems  must  be 
kept  from 
entering 
drinking-water 
wells,  lakes  or 
rivers. 


Goal  of  Program 

The  goals  of  Illinois  EPA  and  IDPH  are  to  safeguard  the  public  health  of  families  and 
communities,  protect  the  environment,  and  bring  the  state  into  compliance  with  federal 
law.  We  will  achieve  these  goals  by  working  with  all  stakeholders  to  ensure  that  surface 
discharging  systems  are  safe  and  effective,  and  to  establish  a program  that  helps  lessen 
the  impact  and  burden  imposed  upon  citizens  by  federal  requirements. 

Additional  Resources 

For  a map  and  list  of  local  health  departments,  visit  the  Illinois  Department  of  Public 
Health  website  at  http://www.idph.state.il.us/local/map.htm 

For  more  information  on  septic  systems,  you  can  obtain  a copy  of  the  University  of  Illinois 
Extension  publication  called  Septic  Systems-  A Homeowners  Guide,  at  local  Extension 
offices.  For  the  location  of  theses  offices,  visit  the  University  of  Illinois  Extension  website 
at  http://web.extension.uiuc.edu/cie2/offices/findoffice.cfm 
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